Circulating antipericyte autoantibodies in diabetic retinopathy.
A number of reports suggest that autoimmune mechanisms may play a role in diabetic microangiopathy, and the existence of circulating antiendothelial cell autoantibodies in diabetic retinopathy has been reported. Because capillary pericyte injury/dysfunction is considered to be an early event in the pathogenesis of diabetic retinopathy and pericyte "drop out" or loss is considered pathognomonic in diabetic retinopathy, we screened diabetic sera for the presence of circulating antipericyte autoantibodies. Diabetic sera were screened for the presence of antipericyte autoantibodies by indirect immunofluorescence on tissue cultured bovine retinal pericytes. Analysis of autoantibody prevalence data was performed with 2x2 contingency tables analyzed using Fisher's exact test. Diabetic subjects were found to have autoantibodies to microvascular pericytes in their circulation. The prevalence of these antibodies declines with increasing severity of retinopathy. A peak of antibody prevalence was seen at 5-10 years' duration of diabetes. These autoantibodies were found in both Type I and Type II diabetics and in pred iabetics. The finding of antipericyte autoantibodies in the circulation of a subpopulation of diabetic subjects suggests that the immune system may play a role in the early pathophysiology of diabetic retinopathy in some patients. These results may contribute to understanding why retinopathy progresses in some patients despite consistent reduction of blood sugar.